
Sermon 44: Ephesians 6:4: Parental Discipline 
 

OUTLINE 
 
Proactive discipline 

Reactive discipline 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
The main parental responsibilities of instruction, love and discipline can be assigned to the 
ways in which we mediate Christ’s mediatorship as prophet, priest and king.  We have 

looked at our parental responsibilities as prophets and priests, but now we need to turn to 
the matter of authority and discipline.  In saying the word discipline we all have certain 
pictures in our mind, most people think about spanking or corporal punishment.  That 

certainly is a part of it but not the whole.  As we consider our role as God’s representatives 
in the home and ensuring that His rule is the rule of our homes we must remember that God 
disciplines us in two ways.  We will call these proactive discipline and reactive discipline, one 
is positive and preventative; the other is negative and restorative.  We derive these two 

categories of discipline by meditating on what the author of Hebrews says about enduring 
the trial of persecution in Heb. 12:5-11, ‘And have you forgotten the exhortation that 
addresses you as sons?  “My son, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be 

weary when reproved by him.  For the Lord disciplines the one he loves,  
and chastises every son whom he receives.”  It is for discipline that you have to endure. God 
is treating you as sons. For what son is there whom his father does not discipline? 8 If you 

are left without discipline, in which all have participated, then you are illegitimate children 
and not sons. 9 Besides this, we have had earthly fathers who disciplined us and we 
respected them. Shall we not much more be subject to the Father of spirits and live? 10 For 

they disciplined us for a short time as it seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our 
good, that we may share his holiness. 11 For the moment all discipline seems painful rather 
than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been 

trained by it.’  What is important to recognize in the way in which this quote from Prov. 
3:11-12 is applied is that the people who are being written to have done nothing wrong to 
merit punishment.  They are being invited to view an unmerited hardship, in this instance 

persecution as from the hands of a loving Father for their good.  He is helping these 
persecuted saints to see that our Father has two of doing discipline.  On the one hand there 
is a reactive discipline where in response to particular sins He chastens us.  But then there is 

another form which we are to attribute to any painful providences that we receive from the 
Father’s hand.  God, because of His love for us, and because of our sinfulness which is 
replaced by good character through trouble and trial, proactively allows situations that call 

for perseverance to produce good character.  This means that when God parents us, His 
discipline in our lives takes two forms.  On the one hand He reactively chastens us for 
specific sin; but then He also proactively refines us for general sinfulness and the production 

of holiness.  As a loving and holy Father He employs proactive and reactive discipline and 
we should do not less.  For our final look at Ephesians 6:4, we will be dealing with the 
controversial matter of discipline, ‘Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring 

them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.’ 
 
Proactive discipline 
 

We have said much about the parent’s authority in the home, but there is much that we 
should repeat at this point.  God seeks godly offspring and has placed parents with a God-
given delegated authority over their children’s lives.  They are God’s representatives to teach 



and train and enforce God’s ways in their home.  All parents should imitate Joshua when he 
said, 24:15, ‘And if it is evil in your eyes to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will 

serve, whether the gods your fathers served in the region beyond the River, or the gods of 
the Amorites in whose land you dwell. But as for me and my house, we will serve the Lord.”  
God will hold parents accountable for whether they represented Him faithfully or not, 

whether they taught His will or their own will, whether they disciplined representing Him or 
in sinful ways that were counterproductive.  Were they lazy or diligent; prayerful or 
prayerless; selfless or selfish?   

 
So parents are to take their God-given authority and order the lives of their children in 
accordance with God’s will, this lines up with God’s purposes in proactive discipline.  God 

puts us in situations that will help us to produce godly character, we as parents are to do 
the same.  Now good character begins with salvation.  No matter how well we parents we 
will not be an instrument for good character in our children’s lives unless they are converted 

and the Holy Spirit changes them from within.  They may learn some habits that they carry 
with them through their lives but it will not be Spiritual fruit because it will not grow from a 
regenerated heart.  So in all that we want to say about using our authority to shape our 
children’s lives to correspond to God’s purposes in producing good character, we must insist 

that this can only be truly done in the life of those who are converted.   
 
What does proactive discipline look like?  It is putting those things in place in your children’s 

lives which will help them produce good character.  Our goal in parenting is to raise our 
children to know and serve the Lord, to see them as Christians who are equipped to serve 
God in every area of their lives.  We are to parent to the end that they are saved, but not 

only saved.  They must become people who will be good mothers and fathers, good 
husbands and wives, good employees, good citizens of their countries, etc.  In proactive 
discipline the word discipline has all the connotations of the discipline needed to achieve 

anything in sports or in life.  In this sense parents are like the coaches who watch and order 
the sleep patterns, the diets, the social habits, and the daily routines of their charges to help 
them win the gold.  The goal is not to have a robot who is perfect in discipline, but someone 

who is able to take themselves in hand and to put themselves to all the things that God 
requires of them.   
 

So we use authority to structure our children’s life to make them useful for God.  This means 
that we get them into regular patterns of going to bed early at the same time every night 
and getting up early so that they learn to get as much sleep as is needed and not waste 

their time languishing in unneeded half-sleep.  Parents structure their children’s lives to 
make them redeem the daylight hours in a productive way.  We are training them to be 
responsible workers who are not ruled by sleep.  This means that we help them rule their 

appetites and ensure that they have a balanced diet.  They allowed sweets and desserts but 
all at the proper time and amounts.  We are training them to be people who are not ruled 
by appetite but who curb their desires.  We limit the amount of time they spend on their 

phones or playing games or watching movies, not because we want them to suffer, but 
because we want to instill an ethic of not wasting time, not giving into the temptation to 
gratify the desire for another dopamine squirt in the brain, not being ruled by screens.  We 

do not allow them their devices at the table as we train them to communicate with eye 
contact, to engage in family discussions and conversations.  We train them to eat around a 
table and not TV so that they will learn that family time is more important than their 
personal entertainment.  

 
Don’t be fearful to regulate your children’s lives, but don’t make rules for their own sake.  
The goal of all the rules we make for our children is to make them believers who will serve 



the Lord faithfully.  Make sure every rule has this goal as its end.  You can then discuss this 
with your children when their sinful hearts protest and demand more me-time and 

indulgence.   
 
Taking authority in the home is the parent’s responsibility.  Many parents have shared the 

experience of a period early on in their children’s lives where there was a battle of the will 
and a crossroads was come to where a parent would confidently take their authority and 
enter into the fray in order to win the battle of the wills, or they would relent and from that 

point on the child’s will not the parent’s will ruled the home.  Suzanna Wesley, a mother of 
nineteen children, of John and Charles Wesley stresses the need to win this war early, ‘“In 
order to form the minds of children, the first thing to be done is to conquer their wills, and 

bring them to an obedient temper. To inform the understanding is a work of time and must 
[with children] proceed by slow degrees.”1  It was felt that winning this war early would 
overcome the need for harsher punishments later.  The goal here of course is to bend the 

will but not crush the spirit of the child. 
 
Reactive discipline 
 

We want to turn our attention now to the parental of reactive and corrective discipline.  
When Paul mentions the word discipline in Eph. 6:4 he is definitely referring to the biblical 
practice of discipline.  Discipline is one of the responsibilities of parents outlined in the Bible, 

Prov. 13:24, ‘Whoever spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is diligent to 
discipline him.’ 
22:15, ‘Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far from 

him.’   
23:13-14, ‘Do not withhold discipline from a child; if you strike him with a rod, he will not 
die.  If you strike him with the rod, you will save his soul from Sheol.’ 

29:15-17, ‘The rod and reproof give wisdom, but a child left to himself brings shame to his 
mother. When the wicked increase, transgression increases, but the righteous will look upon 
their downfall.  Discipline your son, and he will give you rest; he will give delight to your 

heart.’ 
This does not only come in the form of physical spanking but also in the form of rebuke, 
Prov. 17:10, ‘A rebuke goes deeper into a man of understanding than a hundred blows into 

a fool.’  We are not those who believe that the rod has the power to change the heart, 
reproof, rebuke, verbal correction is a vital part of discipline.  I do not mean shouting and 
losing your temper with threats, I mean an appeal to conscience, a clear showing of how sin 

has happened and a clear explanation of how God has been dishonored, love denied, 
selfishness indulged, and holiness sullied.     
 

Modern states are against physical discipline.  Over 40 countries in the world have outlawed 
corporal punishment.  We need to make the important qualification that discipline is not 
abuse, nor a legitimate cover for abuse. 

  Although the Bible clearly gives the job of disciplining the child to the parent, it also warns 
of abusing the situation, Col. 3:21, ‘Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become 
discouraged.’  This provocation is thought to include overly harsh rules and punishments.   

We can say to the believer that the majority of spanking should be done by the age of 7, 
those are the most formative years for training and after that it would be a rare occurrence 
to pursue physical punishments.  As a child gets older appeals to the conscience and mind 
are more dominant and punishments that affect social life and liberties are more fitting.   

                                                             
1 https://www.holinesstoday.org/susanna-wesleys-method-of-motherhood 



It is our argument that those who refuse to discipline their children are guilty of abuse.  
Gene Edward Veith wrote in World magazine: ‘Not only the ACLU but also many educators, 

child psychologists and even parents subscribe to the ‘expressive’ theory of mental health.  
According to this model, human beings, deep down, are basically good.  They simply need 
to express their feelings they have inside.  Obstacles to this expression—such as ‘society 

rules,’ ‘oppressive’ authority figures, and ‘judgemental’ belief systems—cause repression and 
thus mental unhappiness and twisted behaviour.  Under this worldview, any attempt to 
control or punish or suppress the feelings of a child is construed as cruel.  And disciplining a 

child becomes next to impossible….  For all the attempts to discipline children through 
‘positive reinforcement’ and such non-painful methods as ‘time outs’ and guilt trips, young 
people are learning that since adults will not exert force against them, they can pretty much 

ignore those in authority….  Allowing children to grow up without discipline—however kindly 
it appears on the surface—is child abuse, an expression of our culture’s hatred for children.’2  
 

Now would be the place to speak about spanking.  It is in the earlier years that spanking is 
more pervasive, one author suggests that the majority of your spanking should be done by 
the age of 7.  Tripp covers the three basic questions of the when, how and why. 
 

When does a child need a spank?  Tripp answers, ‘When you have given a directive that he 
has heard and is within his capacity to understand and he has not obeyed without challenge, 
without excuse or without delay, he needs a spanking.’ P149.  To fail to discipline or to think 

that it is somehow wrong is to fail to believe that the Word of God is correct in its wisdom, 
Prov. 22:15, ‘Folly is bound up in the heart of a child, but the rod of discipline drives it far 
from him.’  It is also to misunderstand the loving nature of the discipline, an action of love 

that God administers to us in His goodness, Heb. 12:5-11. 
 
No one enjoys spanking their children and anyone who does should repent, but the bible 

clearly tells us that the wise and loving thing to do is to punish disobedience.  If God 
commands our children’s obedience we must accept the responsibility of leadership and do 
the hard business of discipline.  If we are inconsistent in our enforcement of obedience we 

become arbitrary and are basing our parenting on our own convenience rather than 
objective biblical principles.  If we allow our children to offer obedience that is challenging, 
delayed, disrespectful and full of excuses we are training them to learn how to manipulate 

the situation.  Remember as sinners we are always seeking comfort and ease for self, 
whether it be in the minimum amount of obedience offered, or in avoiding the painful 
consequences of our actions.  Our children are sinners who are carefully scheming how they 

can offer the least amount of obedience possible and avoid any painful consequences.  We 
must consistently discipline them in love in order to help them avoid entrenching and living 
out of these sinful tendencies. 

 
Many parents have gotten into the habit of saying things like, ‘don’t make me count to 
three,’ or, ‘if you do that one more time,’ but this is veiled disobedience, you should be 

teaching your child that the first time you speak is the last time you speak.  There may be a 
need to clarify the instruction if it wasn’t properly understood, but if a clear instruction was 
given, the first time it is broken it should be punished no three warnings because this 

teaches the child to push the limit in all their obedience to disobey until just before 
punishment.  As the war of the wills is won spanking moves further into the background. 
 
How should spanking be done? Never in anger and always with kindness and gentleness.  

You should do it private because humiliation will rob a child of their dignity.  The old 

                                                             
2 Wayne Grudem, Christian Ethics, p377.   



schoolroom style of doing it in front of the class of other children is not the method to copy.  
Next make very clear the issue for the discipline, give a clear indication of the command that 

was broken and how.  With very young children we address actions more than attitudes but 
as the children get older they are able to understand more general attitude issues.  Make 
sure that your child understands and accepts their wrong.  This is the point where if you 

have got it wrong the child is able to point out the truth and another course can be taken.  
Make sure your child is clear on what they did wrong and get them to agree to the fact that 
they have done wrong and must be disciplined.  At this point it would also be good to 

remind them that they have left the circle of safety and God’s good for them and remind 
them of the importance of biblical discipline that returns them to the circle of safety.  Tell 
them how many swats they will getting, and make sure they hurt but do no permanent 

harm.  After the spanking sit with your child, hug them, reaffirm your love for them.  Make 
sure you are not doing it in anger.  And make sure that there is a submissive attitude in 
your child to the discipline.  If they are rebellious and reject the discipline, if they try and 

punish you after the discipline with moods and fits, the discipline must be continued.  As 
Ted Tripp puts it, ‘Dear, Daddy has spanked you but you are not sweet enough yet.  We are 
going to have to go upstairs for another spanking.’ P152.  Finally pray with your child, 
‘Encourage him with the fact that Christ is given because we are people who sin.  There is 

forgiveness in Christ.  Christ can be known.  Christ can remove his heart of stone and give a 
heart of flesh.  Christ can work by His Spirit to compel him to obey God.  Christ can 
empower and enable him to obey in the future.’ P152. 

 
The why of spanking is simple, because God’s word says so.  When done properly, with all 
of the communication necessary, all of the love necessary and all of the force necessary, 

spanking is God’s way of curtailing a child’s natural rebellion and helping them learn 
submission to parental authority which will save their lives.  Spanking exists because sin 
exists.  It is possible to spank in such a way that the child’s heart hardens, if it is done with 

cruelty, with anger, with humiliation, with injustice, then it can have the opposite of the 
intended effect, and I am sympathetic to the anti-smacking laws when I see non-Christians 
abusing it in such a way that the child is broken and crushed and not guided into God’s 

ways.   
 
This starts quite young, they understand what no means before they can speak and will 

need to learn to heed your voice as soon as they are able to interact with the dangers in 
their environments, e.g. plugs, bookshelves, doors, etc.  Depending on the temperament of 
your child this could be quite intensive in some instances, some children are extremely 

strong willed and will have to spanked more than once until they submit and are sweet.  
The more time and effort put in early will save effort later on.  If you are mad walk away 
and cool off before you engage with them.  If you do wrong them in anger then you must 

show that you see your wrong in apologizing for your behaviour.  Given the fact that we live 
in a country where there are anti-smacking laws do it discretely.  If you are not sure what 
happened do not rush into smacking there will be plenty of opportunity on other occasions, 

and if you know your child is lying and they refuse to confess.  There are times when you 
have to leave them to God, appeal to their consciences and speak about the spiritual 
consequences to their lying and harbouring sin, like their prayers being affected.  Only 

discipline when the rebellion is clearly seen and accepted. 
 
That brings us to the end of this little parenting series.  Remember that our primary goal is 
to represent Christ as prophet priest and king, to bring to a knowledge of Christ in salvation 

and all the authority we are given is to make them more Christlike to the glory of God.                
 
 



            
     


